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‘An investiéation was coﬁaucted of ,.Fbe eiigibi1{ty and
g]assffica£ion deciéiohs: of 223 'eduCationa1F;professionals'_who 'tbok S K
part in a‘éimulation_exertise. ~*The déta from their,décisioné wére -
.acharacteriéed by,much vari;bgjity'andﬁfﬁqccuracy. Fifty-one percent S
of the'pkgfessionalé declared a studept w{th asseéément'data in the:
normal ‘range 'to be eligible for spgcia] gduca{ion services; 61%
indicated ‘the presence of a‘hahdicapping condition. A historical
- )background ~for special education 'deéisions is presented and the e
Brunswikian Lens Model of‘dec}sion theory is discussed éé a means Qf ' i

understanding the ~difficulty special educators have in  making

" eligibility and classification decisions. Decision heuristics are -

proposed as a meahs by which the.educational decision process may be

. ~improved. . . , .

+




Apptication of a Decision Theory Model to Eligibility and

Classification Decisions in Special Education
P

j In 1981, the General Account1ng Office (GAO) reported that
,,/%pprox1mate1y 4.2 million students (8. 55% of the total estimated 5l17‘
year, on popu]at1on) rece1ved special educat1on services. Of'thgse
hspgc1a1 educat1on sthdents most (67%) were 12 years old or younger
~and approx1mate1y two-thirds were rnale In regard to severlty of
“handicap, 13% were repatted to be severely hand1capped 36% moderate]y ) : i(;’
_ * .

hand1capped, and 51% mildly handicapped. Few children receiving no

educational servj es_Wére found although there was eVidencé~that.there‘

are chﬁ]dreh 4 ’schqﬁﬂ Qho need;' but are not receiyving, special

education serdcas. These underservéd children mainly inciude those 3 . -

21 years*°0f age,.-those in secondary school: the’ -

—*4\

to s5 and 18

emot1ona11y d1sturbed and‘migrant children. Further, it was reported’

that the category "learning djsabi]itiegf is overrepteséhted in

special education Wwith 36% 6f the children served under the
.prov1s1ons of PL 94 142 falling 1nto th1s category. Flna}ly, the GAO

* found a number ‘of factors operat1ng that 1nf1uence not on]y who' gets .

. spet1a1 educat1on serv1ces but a]so what type ;of services are.
received. Some of the factors 1dent1f1ed were: teacher attitudes dnd
3udgménts state def1n1t1on§ of hand1capp1ng conditions, and the r
ch11d s sex, age, and racia]/ethnﬁc identity. From tﬁese ?indingé it ., : | .

was conc]uded that whv]e there perhaps no 1onger 'needs to be concern-a'

,that "there are hand1capped "children whoz are not ‘recejving any

educational services, there are serious problems in determining who \
] v
. - A
gets _ spec1a] educat1on services , and what types of services are *

o . . A R BN
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Know]edge of ‘the h1story of spec1a1 educat1on in the United

States provides a usefu] contexb w1th1n _which to examine its current

3 -

status.. A]though some issues have remained the~same (see for examp[e,.

\

Farrell, 1974; Howe, 1974) the relative importance of other issues,

has chénéed substantia]]y The . passage of PL'93 112 (Section 504 of

the Rehab111tat1on Act ,0f 1973) and PL 94-142 (Educat1on for -Al11

,Hand1capped Act of 1975) has meant that educators no longer need to

strugg]e with the 1ssue of whether the severely hand1capped child is
' e11g1b1e to receive am educat1on, rather, much of the focus today is
on determ1n1ng wh1ch of the students rece1v1ng an education are

e11g1b1e to receive gecla educat1on serv1ces

+

Deve1opment of Special Education in the Un1ted States —~—~

& s

« Reflective of its separate status from regular educqtiOn;.speEial

‘education has its own history. The histories of regular. and special

education began to merge with the rise of compulsory education, wh1ch
" forced the “issue of the need of additional ‘%ssistance for some
students (Paul, 1981). However, regular and special education stil)

maintain their own camps.

The history of special education in America has been

chEracterized in several ways. - Reynolds and Birch (1977) referred to
it as represent1ng a trend of progressive inclusion. ' ,Kirkf_and
-Ga]]agher (1979 discussed the development of specia]_eﬂueation in

"fterms of the most common settings for service: the first 50 years of

the Amer1can repub11c were character1zed by general neglect; during y

X}

[

the next 50 years (1817-1869), service wasfgene(alfy-1n residential
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settings; following this came the beginning and-expénsion of speciai

classes affi]iated with public schools; and, the most recent stage has

been that of the mainstreaming movement. Rather than focusing on the

. physical changes of special education; Zed1en (1953) discussed its

histon in regérd to public sentiment toward education .and the |

hand1cappe¢ Accord1ng to Zed]er Americans oFﬁgfna]]y be1ieved that

educat1on was awpr1v11ege and that it was the r1ght of the Tlocal -

2

school to dec1de who was e11g1b%e for an edqut1on Ref1ect1ve of a,

sh1ft from concern w1th general welfare to concern with the we]fare of

L

-the_1nd1v1dual” this view was superseded by the v1ew of-educat1on as a

AR

rignt for a11”thi1dren Th1s v1ew has been modified further to the
e

belief that the ch11d has a r1ght to an educat1on su1tab1e to_his/her

individual needs It should be noted that Zed]er discussed the 1ast

point 1in _the context of thé spec1a11zed se]f -contained c]asses in

vogue in the 1950s.. An add1t1qna1 stage in this progression m1ght be

represented by Kauffman (1981), who. stated that the aim of the-

Edueation for® A11 Handicapped Children Act je Wspeciai edueation for

/

C all handicapped chﬁ]dken that will maké their education experience and

academic performance as nearly normal as possible" (p» 14).

Another wﬁy to characferiZe the, advance of special education is

by'considering the types of students served. The early years of

special education focused on those who were most obviously different

(i.e., the'p1ind, deaf, and the severely retarded and disturbed); only

after the beginning of widespread public education, and‘particu1ar1y}

i " ° J . : .
after compulsory education laws took ef?ecp, was serious consideration -

gdven'to the mildly handicapped-—those whose differences Were-chief1y

N\

Ay
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defined by schoo] performance (Kauffman, 1981) In an address at the
- foundﬂng of the International Counc11 for Except1ona] Children (ICEC)
in 1923, Elizapbeth Farrell, ICEC's first pres1dent, addressed this
issue: ' - |

In the days of Seguqn it was thought necessary to segregate
-in special institutions children who- were feebleminded. The _
result of this segregat1on was the ‘entire neg]ect of

- children  suffering  minor degrees of intellectual
inferiority....The clinical psycho]og1sts have shown us that
the d1fference between individuals is a difference in degree
of .powergand not a difference in kind of power. “Since this

~is true, educational training must be designed to meet
individual d1fferences With scientific data at hand,
school authorities’ are.no. 1onger justified in providing a .
standard course to be completed in a standard period of time
by)a11 the children .in the community. (Farrell, 1974, p. : . :
18) . ) L X

Perhaps the best examples of the wax1ng and waning of 1nteresf in
specific hand1caps are prov1ded by rnenta% retardation and 1earn1ng
'dlsab111t1es Due in part to the act1v1sm of - parents of retarded ,-1 .
children and to the pub11c support of the Kennedys ~and Humphreys,
mental retardation as a hand1cap was very prom1nent in the 19695 and
eardy 1970s. - However, interest in mental retardation has- been
eclipsed by 1nterest in learning d1sab111t1es--a category of Hand]cap
that did not even exist forma]]y until the ear]y 19605 .
The'19605 and 19705 were marked by increasing 1nvo1vement of the- _ 3
'federa1 government and the . Jud1c1a1l System in special education
issues. Until the late 1950s, education was considered to be strict1y
»—w1th}n the prov1nce of state and 1oca1 governments A major influence
in gett1ng the federal government involved in spec1a1ﬁeducat1on was

the Civil R1ghts movement--the message of which was that’ the r)ghts of

minorities (including the handicapped) found protection in the law

Q




"'(Kauffﬁan, 1981)--an5 the Great Society philosophy of the Johnson
| }ears.(Martin,h1§68y. Due fn'1afge part to the effarts of parent
groups suth as the Association for Retarded Citizens and the
++  Association for Ch11dren with Learn1ng D1sab111t1es, 1arge‘advances
w.w' mide in regard to the r1ghts of the handicapped both through the o
legislative and the Jud1c1a1 process (cf. Bateman & Herr, 1981;
Kauffman, 1981; Martin, 1968; Reynolds & BiYcH, 1977; weintraubi 1976;
}sse1dyke & Algozzine, 1982). The:cu1myﬁation of this activity Qas
%he~passagé in 1975 6f the Education for All Handitépped Children Act

(PL 94-14?).' |
Activism in the late 1970s &hifted from efforts to achieve

acknowledgment of the rights of the handicapped to effort§ to assure-
that'the provisionS'of PL‘94-1§2 were {mp1emented properly and the’
intent of the Act fo]]owed.  It appeafs-that.the next step,'influenced

" once aga1n by the general spirit of the t1mes, will be re- eva]uat1on‘
of the federal government's role in spec1a1 educat1on and_ a re-

. evaluation of the effectivenes§ of the spécia] educat1on system as
Gefined by PL 94-142 (NASDSE, 1981; Weintraub. & Rémirez, 1981).

Role of C]assification in Special Education ’

The making of e11g1b111ty and c1ass1f1cat1on dec1s1ons has been,
_and rema1ns: a-ub1qu1tous part -of the provision of educat1on services.-
" For many years chi]dren were identified as being able to benefit from
. an educat1on or. as not be1ng able to benef1t from the public schools’

SEFVTCES. Th1s e11g1b111ty decision h1nged to a large extent, on how

* the child . was classified (Go]dste1n, Arkell, Ashcroft, Hurley, & ,

Lilly, 1975).  That is, if a child was classified as trairable
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' menta]]y retarded, the school- gehera11yo abso1ved itself of all

respons1b111ty for h1s/her educat1on For those ch11dren ‘deemed |,

'e11q1b1e for schoo] but. who/needed special a551stance beyond what a

13
regular teacher was eXpected to provide, the child's c1a551f1cat1on
(e~g » .Jmental retardat1on ' emotlona1 disturbance, 1earn1ng

disabilities) essent1a11y determ1ned in what sett1ng the child was
N

taught and whaé kind of educat1on was prov1ded The 1eg1s1at1ve and

Ay L]

11t1gat1ve actlons of the 1970s decreed 'that a free, appropriate:

education .had’ th be provided to everz child regard]ess of hand1cap

Thus, e]1q1b11ity dec1s1ons now focus on whether a. child is eligible

for special education services rather than on whether the child is
eligible for school. -

There is a qroWing6 conviction among educators fthat .the most
appropriate education for a chde“ is a prograh designed for the
1nd1v1dua1 rather than for the category of d1sab111ty (Martin, 1976;
Reyno]ds &.B1rch 1977) This belief receives legal support from PL

r

94-142, which requires a written-%ndividda] education plan for each

student receiving special services. - Despite ‘this, classification
" remains an integral aspect of the American educat1on system, in part

'because of the accountability requ1rements set forth by federa] and

state funding agencies. Thus, as Goldstein et al. put it% labels
(c1assifjcation§) serxe as "passports to edocation" (p. 17).

There has been :much discussion of theA proe and' cons of
classifying children (A]gozzine & Mercer; 1980; Surbach, 1981; Hobbs,’
1975a, 1975b; Ysseldyke & Algozzine, | 1982)? Proponents of

classification point to valuable administrative functions such as

L}

1
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organ1zat1on of serQices, fac111tat1on of communication among .
B profess1ona1s, and provision of a structure by which expend1ture of:
‘ Funds ma; be contro]]ed andsmon1tored.J On the other hand, several
“;ajpr detriments of classification have beepn cited, including the
potentially se;ious andv1ong-term social effects of being labeled and
the poss1b111ty that .services provided Wil be pased on stereotypes of
the 1abe1 rather, than on the individual needs of .the ch11d To,
further complicate the issue, ff a  child -is- not physically
“vhandicapped, but appears to be in need of special education services,

. 7 .
he/she is classified into one of three main categories: - mental

® learning disabilities, or emotional disturbance.
( 2

retardation,

Unfortunately, " these categories do not have clear,’ universally

accepted, mutually Fxc1usive definitions (Quay, 1973; Reynolds &
¢ Bafow, 1972; VYsseldyke &  Algozzine, . 1979, 1982);  thus

S misclassifications easily can occur. ' T

How are Eligibility/Classification Dec151ons to be Made7

The 1mpetus behlnd the deve]opment of the first intelligence test ,'

by Simon and Binet -in 1904 was the des1re for _a means of

differentiating mentally retarded ch11dren from normal ch11dren for
P
educatnona] purposes (Sattler, 1982). Since that time, a large number

:
|
t o and wide variety of tests and,as§essment ﬁéthods have»been used to - -
E hidéntify and classify handicapped students. Because of a_growing'
. concern with the propriety and adequacy of the assessment procedures
in use, a major provision of the regulations for imb]ementing PL
94-142 is a set of rules tb be fo]]qwed when evé]uating and- placing

handicapped students. The main features of the Evaluation Procedures

]
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of the Protection\ in Evaluation Provisions of PL 94-142 (Federal
¢ : o .
Register, 1977) are: :

* tests must be va11d for the purposes for.which they are
used and must be administered in a manner that maintains
their validity;

b. evaluation materials must include those designed to
assess spec1f1c areas of educational need;

c. no single procedure can be used as the so]e criterion
for making a classification/placement decision;

d. the evaluation must be conducted by a mu1t1d1sc1p11nary
team; %

e. the child must be assessed in all areas pertaining to
the suspected disability. (Federal Register, 1977, p.
42496) '

Further, identification/placement detisions made on the basis of this:

evaluation information must be made: (a) by a "group of people,

\
including persons knowledgeable “about the child, the meaning of

evaluation data and the p1acement opt1ons;\ xfﬁﬁu\g\\\the basis ‘of
information from a "variety of sources"; and, (c) "in conform1tx with
the least restrictive environment rules". (Federal Register, 1977, p{
' 42497). B )

Factors Accounting for Errors #n C]assifiéation/E]igibi]ity Decisions

-

Despite the good intentions of thé framers of the Pkotection in:
Evaluatién"?rocedures provisfons andﬁ the equally (usually) good
fntentions of ‘educators across the coyntry who try to follow these
guidelines, classification of Children for‘ educational purposes
remains a haphazard and inefficient activity. Burbacht(1981) proposed

that rather than fruitlessly pursuing the issue- of whether the

labeling process is beneficial, or detrimental--an issue that by its

very nature can never be resolved--we should be examining the process .

of 1abe11ng and thus try to coine to 2 better understand1ng of the

sources and institutionalization of Tlabeling. The difficulty in,
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making classification decisions is not ‘due to any ‘one cause Qr

' pract1ce but to a. complex comb1nat1on of factors.

One way to understand the 1nteract1on of factors 1nvo1ved in the
d%fficu]ty decision maker$ have in c]ass1fy1ng ch11ﬁren is to consider
the prob]eh in the, context of the Brunswikian Léns Model. As used by
decision theo;fsts, the lens mode1,ts a fair1y complex model that uses
correlation coefficients and regression’ equations to express and
assess the relationship between a judgmeht and the  true, but
unobservable, enuironmenta1 state (the distal state) as'mediated:by
observab1e prox1ma1 cues (Elstein & Bordage, 1979).

A]though the actual calcutation of relatighshy yPS can be complex,
the bas1c pr1uc1p1es and structure of the lens model is fa1r1y simple
and can be useful in an illustrative capacity. As may be seeu in
Figure 1, a person's judgment about a distal state/env1ronmenta1 event

(be11eved by Brunswik: to be probab111st1c and generally unobservab]e)

is based on observab]e proximal cues about the distal state (Brunswik,”

1955; Hammond, Rohrbaugh, Mumpower, & Adelman, 1977). The accuracy of

the Judgmeqt is a function of the pred1ctab111ty of the distal state
(env1ronmenta1 pred1ctab111ty) the degree to which the prox1ma1 cues
are valid and reliable predictors (ecological validity), and the
ability of \the judge to ‘make use of the proximal. cues (cognitive
control). To apply this model superficially to the urbb1em o% makinj'

cTassification decisions about chidlren, one might consider the

classification or eligibility decision to be a judgment about the

" inobservable true state of the child as mediated by- all of the

observab1e‘assessment data and other available informatjon'about the

o
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child. Thus, errors 1n‘judgment (cTaseificption) car be due to. the
operafion of any one of three major Fectors:' (a) the unpredictability
of the true state; (b) the inability of the proximal cues to predict
the true‘state; or, (c) the inability of the Judge to make full and
appropriate use of the available cues. Ava11ab1e educat1ona1 research__
suggests that all three brobab]y are operatingl when educational

c]dssifidatien/e1igibiTity decisions are mdde about students and mild

hendicaps.

- - Insert Figure 1 dbout here

~ . iR .
Ungredictabi]ity of the distal state. According to the -1ens

model, educational c1ass1f1cat1ons shou]d represent true states in
ch11dren, in order for classification decisions to be accurate these”

true states must be predictabTe. They are not. A classification

(e.g., c,iearning dfé:i;;jf?es, men§a1, retardation, emotional
disturbance) meens diff : t things to different people, and further;
may mean different fhings to the same person when adp]ied to different
chi1dren. Thurlow and Ysseryke (1982) brepprt a wide variety of
characteristics that‘ teachers of '1earning disab]ed students . say
represent-1eerning diéabi]itiee Likewise, when a group of nat1ona1]y
known experts in learning- d1sab111t1es were surveyed by Tucker

Stevené, and Ysse1dyke (1982) the 1dent1f1ed def1n\F1ons and
characteristics varied greatly. Ysse]dyke Algozzine and Epps (1981)
identified 17 definitions of learning d1sab111t1es and showed that

each definition\ identified a d1fferent subset of students. t The

A
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definitions of emot1ona1 d1sturbance and menta] retardat1on currently

3

s 1n'UJe are equa]]y vague and var1ab1e. ' _ B ; :

-Re11ab111ty and validity of prox1ma1 cues.p,In order for a judge
to,make aniaccurate inference about-the;dista] state, the observablec
cues avai]abje to;him/her must be.re1iab1e and valid predictor’. Even

| taking into consideratgon the ungredictabi1ityvof the‘c1assifications
) they are tryiné-to predict,. most currently used methods of assessment
are not re11ab1e and va11d that is, they are not techn1ca11y adequate
for the g\\poses of mak1nq e1?g1b111ty and classification dec1s1ons
Salvia -& Ysse]dyke 1981; Thur]ow & Ysse1dyke 1979, Ysse]dyke,'
<E:Tgozzme -Regan, & Potter 1980 Ysse]dyke 'Regan, & Schwartz 1980). i‘) o -';,,
Few: assessment devnces have beeﬁﬁ;;;;;‘;;;Z:??EETTJ‘to be techn1ca11yﬁ | )
y " . adequate  when used with .a handicapped popu]at1on (Ysseldyke, -
VUA1gozzine Potter,, & Regan 1980). FUrthermore, scores from a battery

| 8 R
~of devices cOmmon]y used to, aid in making c1ass1f1cat1on decisions *

about  Tlearning d1sab1ed students were found not to be usefu] in
. pred1ct1ng wh1ch students were ideptified ase 1earn1ng disabled by
their school (Ysseldyke, A1gozz1ne Sh1nn %3 McGue 1982) ‘

Cognitive control of the judge. Cognitive contro] represents the

< ‘

extent to wh1ch the judge contro]s the use of h1s/her know]edge'
(Hgmmond,&’Summers, 1Q72), Th1s factor 1s ev1dent in the finding that
evin when the‘information available to a set of Judges 1s_1nvar1ant.
acr ss‘judges, the information_wi]i‘be,dsed'to arrive at different
decisYons (Elstein, Shulman, 8 Sprafka, . 1978; Ebns,’ McGue, &

e ¢

Ysse1dyke, 1981; Epps, Ysse1dyke & McGue, 1981; Ysse]dyke, A]gozz1ne

Regan, Potter, Richey, &‘ Thur]ow, 1980). . FactOrs that” may be
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influential in determining ho% and how well a judge will use the

available cues include: the accuracy of “the judges' differentiel

o

- weighting system for- the cues (Slovic & ‘Lichtenstein, 1971); thg ‘

influence of any heuristics used to help ord#hize incoming information
(Elstein et al., 1978;.Shavelson & Borko, 1979; Tversky & "Kahneman,

19?4); and, the judges' past knowledge and persona] way of organ1z1ng

information (Newell & Simon, 1972). _fhe' notion  of "bounded

rationality" (Newell & Simon, 1972) proposes that because of inherent

limitations on one's cognitive capaC1ty to process information,

\

cogn1t1ve representat1ons are simplified ‘into a more manageab]e form,
9

Bounded rat1ona11ty might be considered to represent the nature of a

Judge S cogn1t1ve contro]

Summary

Special education has gone through a number® of stages of-

_development over the course of its relatively brief history. As with

regular education,fthe,ro1e and nafﬁie of specia] education over the

years has been determinedf in 1arge part by prevailing pub11c

attitudes Particularly during the pasfltwo decades those w1th an

fnterest in the rights <and we]fare of handicapped 1nd1v1dua1s have

proactively sought “to 1mprove ‘the public's understanding of the

hand1capped and .o estab11sh as a national va]ue the be11ef that the
hand1capped have a r1ght to a 11fe that 1s as nearly normal as
possible.. 1In part, this effort has been successful as evidenced by
the 5assage oflPt 93-112 ‘and PL-142, However, because of a persistent

desire to dichotomize people into héndichpped versus nonhandicapbed,

‘remnants of the old order, such as classification decisions, remain.

’

.




makers as ‘on ob3ect1ve criteria.

.
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: Unfortunate]y, because classifications are an arb1trary a‘iﬁjpt to

cateqorwze the. continuous variable of 1nd1v1dua1 d1fferences, accurate

.~ and re11ab1e g]assif1cat1on decisions often are extreme]y difficult to

‘ make ~ they re]y as ‘much on the sub3ect1ve Judqment of the dec1s1on

ST . .
-

" Purpose of the Study

“Since the advent of PL 94-142 and it§ guidelines for provisiop of

®

special education sgrvices, some research has.been done on eligibility

"and classification decision makinq (App]ied Management Sciences, 1979;

Rucker & Va@tour;'1981' Yosh1da, Fenton, M&xwe11 &-kau?mén,.1978)

Still, the factors involved in mak1ng these dec1s1ons remain poor]y
/——-m‘%

- understood. In response to the need for more information on

-educational decision making, a simulation of the process was

developed. * This paper:considers the resu]is of two key compohénts of

N,

that s1mu1atvon——the dec1s1on to declare a child e11g1b1e for serv1cesb

and the’ dec151on.to classify the child as mental]y retarded, 1earn1ng )

" ‘disabled, or emotionally disturbed. * ‘ng‘ ’
| © Method
Subjects - : | ' ;59"

Subjects in this investigation were’223-school professionals .from

public and private schools in the greater Mihneépo]is/St.‘ Paul,

Minnesota metropolitan area. The subjects ihc1udéd‘ 30 school

psychologists, 84 specia1 edUijﬁrs, 28 schdo1 ~administrators, 58
3y | <

-regular educators, ~and 23 ‘support personnel (e.g., school nurses,

social workers, etc,fi A11 subjects had participated‘in at least two

placemeht team meetings in their home schoo]E.. The,avefage age of the

~

\ g_yl‘&
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subjects was 38 years; 166 were fehale and 57 were male.

* Procedure

A simulation exercise was developed to reflect the. géneral

proéedures,fol1oweg and decisions made by educational pérsonne1"when a
child is refer&ed by the classroom teacher. The simulation was
constructed ~ to reflect three major steps- in the referral-to-

interventior " process: (1) receipt of the _refefra1 ‘statement, (2)

ass?ssment'of the student,. and (3) decision making about the §tudent's_

eligibility ‘and classification.

Each subject .was ‘given  a 25-jtém test to .measure general '

knowledge of measurement and assessment principles and .practices.

»

Following this, the subjec£ was handed a referral form containing thé”

f%]TBwing information: the child's name, picture, age, gkade, and

address; the parents' occupations; number of siblings; presence of

¢

. mgdica]ldrob1ems; and a short statement,of'the reasons the child Was

referred for evaluation.. Half of the subjects réceived reférca] fofms
. . o

on which the reasons for referral were academic: in nature; the other

half received forms on which the reasgns for referral reflected

‘ « . .
behavioral concerns. The reasons for referral were phrases in a non--

| specific ‘manner, sucir™as “reéds poorly," or "annoys other children. "
After‘100king ét the referral form.information,_the subjéct was
given access-to infdrmation on 49 commonly used assessment devices via
a Telray remote computer terminal.  The sﬁbject was a]iowed 25 minutes
to examine test score information on any of the devices. The subject
~also could request technica]. information éSoUt ‘any 'devibe (i.e.,

oinformation’ on horms, validity, and reltability taken from test
. e 4

P

-~
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. manuals), as well as qua11tat1ve 1nformat1on “about the student S

s

-.performance (e.q., attention span types of items. passed, etc ). A1l

' ‘ assesséent data ref]ecxed average pupil performance. si>//

o

N ) when the subject indicated that enough assessment 1nforma}1on had

-decision questions on eligibility for services, c]assification,

prognosis: and the perceived , influence of various types of

information. Finally, the subjeot was asked to comment on “the

the actual decision-making process. Figure 2 is a flow chart . of the

entire process.

. - - ——— TS = = = = -

' *
. . ' . : ‘ o .
0f specific interest for this paper were four of the decision
questions: . .
. : o
1. To what extent do you believe this ch11d is e11g1b1e for
special educat1on Services? o ,
2,v To wbat extent is tn1s child mentally retarded?
. 3: To what extent 4s th1s child 1earn1ng d1sab1ed7

4, To what extent’is this child emot1ona11y d1sturbed?'

Data.Analysis

N Subjects.responde%\to each question using 'a five-point Likert-
. type scale where 1 = ve Y 11ke1y, 2 = 11ke1y, 4 = un11ke1y, and 5 =

 very un11ke1y, the midpoint 3 was unlabeled. In summar1z1ng the data,

rankings of 1 and 2 were comb1ned to raflect a. pos1t1ve response and

rankings of 4 and 5 were combined to reflect a negat1ve response. A

ERIC | c /29

been collected (or after 25 m1nutes) he/she was asked a series of

efficacy of the simulation; that is, how much the simulation resembled

4




;ating of 3 was;consiﬁg¥eé tovref1ect uncertafnty onlthé part bf the
subject. For each of the fohr quest1ons, the” percentage of subJects
}g1v1ng pos1t132'responses (1.e., qe;Jar1ng eligibility or classifying
..§tudent) and’ ‘the -percentage -of subjects g}ving negative responses
(i.e.,f declaring ineiigibi1ity or nog' c1assif;1ng “student), were.u
examinedf The cﬂassific&tion decisions also -were examined as a
: fﬁnétion of thé eligibility decision' This relationship was analyzed
further in terms of the speC1f1c referra] condition, the prpfess1ona1
role of thg reviewer, and the pretest performance of theV?eyiewer.~
~l{esmts |

F@ggljwf§= is a diagram of thé- eligibility and classification .
decisions made by theksubjects ‘in this investfgation;\ Ofxathe 223
Jsquects, 51% (ﬂ=il4) indicated that thé normal SFu&ent whose case
they had revfewed was likely to be eligible for spec%a] education
services; 27% (ﬂ=60) declared fhe phi1d‘ine1i§ib1e for services. iThe'
remaining 22% (g;49) used the néutra] ranking of 3; thus refka{ning'
from making an eligibility decision. Overall, 61% (n=136) of the
subjects indicated that the student wa; 11ke1y to be ]earning'

Ry
disabled, emot1ona11y disturbed, and/or menta]]y retarded

. e e - . - 0 et - - a e S e on fe = o e

_________:f_________________‘_ L.
Because the c1ass1f1cat1on questions were asked individually, a
e
sub3ect-cou1d‘1nd1cate that the student was 11ke1y to reflect more

"than ohéfof the handicapping conditions. For example, a subject might

say that the child waé not Tikely to be mentally rétardéd, was 1ike1y'

A . : . o
&, »{ . 3 o]
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to be learning dtsabled, and Was-1ike1y to be emotionally disturbed.
As jnddtated in rTab1e, 1; 8 subjects (4%) stated ‘that- the referred
student was likely to be 'menta1f} retarded, :103 (46%) thdught the
.student.was 1ikeT¥ to be learning disabled, and 48 (22%) indicated the
presence of emotiona] disturbance. Although. 207 of the 223 subjects
(92%) recogn1zed that the assessment data d1d not support classifying .

the student as mentally retarded on]y 55% (n—127) recogn1zed that

-

c1ass1fy1ng the student as emotionally disturbed was 1nappropr1ate
. Even fewer of the subJects (17%, n=60) recognized that the student was
not learning d1sab1ed a@cording to the provided Qata.

- - . - - - - - =y S - o -

Eligibility and Classification

There were 22 instances in which a subject, afterddec1aring the
,Ehi1d to be ine]igib]e for special servites; indicated that the.chi]d:
was likely to be menta]]y retarded, learning disabled, or emotiona11y
disturbed. In 10-of the. cases, the child was said to be 1earn1ng
disabled; nine subjeetsv indicated the 1likelihood of emotional
d1sturbance -

| of those 114 subjects who rated the child " as iike]y tg be
e]ig1b1e for spee1a1 serv1ces, 15% (n 17) did not think that the child
‘could be classified into any of the three categories. Only 16
SUbjeets (7%) ot the 223 in this study'recognized that there was no-
abas1s for a decision to dec]are the student: e11g1b1e for services or

to classify the,student The other 207 subJects either dec]ared the

1}
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student eligible for services and/oh‘c1assified*the student, or they
indicated that they were not sure of 'the student's. eligibility or

classification.

As a function of referral statement." The majority of those
subjects who. had declared the student e1igibPe for services;perceived
the student as likely to be learning disabled. This was true whether
the;referraf‘statement had been academiclﬁn‘nature or.behaviota] in
nature (see TabTe 2). Of the subjects whd}had declared the student
e]jgib1e for special educatien'services, 71% of thdse whose student
had an academically-oriented referrai statement said the student was

' A likely to be learning disabled. Stddents with behavioral referha1

| statements were classified as 1earn1ng ~disabled by 64% of those
subjects who had indicated eligibility for serv1ces The nature of{
the referral statement appeared to have more impact when the subJects R
1nd1cated the 11ke11hood that the student was emotionally d1sturbed
Twe?ve pereent of the subjects whose student had referral statements
that were academic in nature and who said the student,nasie]igibTe for
services indicated the student was likely to be emotiona11y distdrbed:
For those subjects whose student had reférral statements that were
behavioral in nature, 41% of those indicating e11g1b111ty considered

the student likely to be emotwona]]y d1sturbed

As a function of role. Classification dec¢isions in relation to

eligibility decisions also were ana1yzed by the role of professional
(see Table 3). Across all’ ro]es when - the child was declared e11g1b1e /
for services, the tendency of the reviewer was to say that the student

was 1ike1y to be learning disabled. Support personnel were
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‘particu1ar1yg1ikeJy to perceive. the child as bejng learning disabled.

if they were\sure the student would be eligible for 'services. Regular

;. edupators were more prone than ether profeésionaTs to see the studeqt

" as being emotionally disturbed, regardless- of their e1igihi}ity
‘decisionv SChoo1 esycho1ogi§ts end sdppoht personne1,were the most
‘rons1stent about not c1ass1fy1ng students into one of the hand1capp1ng )

categorﬂes after hav1ng declared them 1ne11g1b1e for services.

Insert Table 3 about he?e‘

P L L

As a function of know1edge.‘ Scores on the 25-item pretest ranged

from 0-24, with a mean score of 12.9. 0n1y'one subject answered less
thén six items correctly; this subject, whox'answered_ none of the
questions correctly,. was dropped from further analyses. Scohes were
grouped - into four c1u$tehs:} ~ 6-10 (very. Tow), 11-15" (low), 16-20
(hggh) and 20-24- (very high) Subjects who scored in the high or, . . -
very high range on the pretest and who had said the ch11d would be
| e11g1b1e for services, were p;rt1cu1ar1y prone to 1nd1cate that the
child was likely to be learning disabled (see Table 4). For the 22
" people who did not thinh the child would be eligible for services, but
who thqught.,the student would be 1ike1y to exh{bit one of the ' ~

handicapping conditions, scores on the prete§f in the range of 11-15

were the most common.

— . . . ey T i S S WD B T G e
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Students were dec]éred eligible for special education and were -
classified despite referral 1nformat1on and assessment data fa111ng in
the normal range. Of the 223 school profess1ona1s taking part in thlS )
investigation, 51% dec]ared the -normal student whose case they”
reviewed as being T1ke1y or very 1iké1y to be eligible for specié]
educat1on serv1ces, and 61% indicated that the student was 11ke1y to
represent one or more of three handicapping conditions. ,Furthermore,
there were some< subjects who declared the student eligible for
services b Ad not c]assify the student, ahd some subjects who
declared the ~studeﬁt ~ineligible for services but then went on_ to
classify the student vas mentally retarded, 1learning disabled, or
emotioha]]y disturbed. |
In another, more comprehensive repsrt 'of this investigation, '
Ysseldyke, Algozzine, Régan, Potter, Richey, and Thurlow -(1980)
reported that 81% of the subjects felt that the simulation was a good
representation of the actual decision-making process in schools.
However, the clear independence of the e1igib{1ity‘and classification
decisions and the opportunity to indicate that the student might
.represent more than one 'handicap, 1nherent characteristics of this
study, may be atypical of actua] school decision making. \Eecause of
the -,method of presenting decision questions in the simulation,
subjects may have tendedpto maké déﬁisions‘without regard to previous . o
;

responses. On the'pther hand, the simulation did not include many‘of

the extraneous variables present in actual school settings--variables -

that may confound the decision-makihg process.
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Th1s 1nvest1gat1on examined individual decision- mak1ng pract1ces
. on1y, however, other studies at the Inst1tute for Research on Learnlng

Disabilities” have conf1pmed that many of. these find1ngs are
[} v v . .
’ ‘representative of the team decision-making process also. For example, . . Lt

'AYsse1dyke A]gozz1ne R1chey, and. Graden (1982) found that only 17% of
'vthe statements made dur1ng a team meeting were relevant’ to the
dec1s1on made and that there was a, - 13 corre]atwon between statements
- made dur1ng a team meet1nq that supported the federa] def1n1t1on of R
1earn1nq d1seb111t1es and the team decision. These resu]ts 1nd1cate -
that there is considerable confusion and uncertainty»on the\part of':
educators when it comes to making eligibility and classification
"dectsions. This confasion, it seems, {s'not restricted to any g%ven .
professiqné] role or to individuals with a specific level of knowledge
about assessment and measurement. | |

While it seems reasonable - to eXpect e1igibi1ity | and
c]assitieatien decisiens to be based primarily on avai]éb]e objective
data, it Qes apparent that this was not the ease for many, if not .

most, of the subjects in the present investigation. The objective, .

-
o

:daﬁa;eithef were interpreted inappropriately or outweighedrty other

informatjon, such as the réferral statements. Decisions as to whether<:

the student was declar&d eligible for services, and whether and how\

the student was classified, varied as a function of both the

professional role of the subject (reflecting training and experience)
' Al
and the éstimated\knowledge of the subject in the area of assessment

and measurement. Unfortunately, for the most part, having greater

training, experience, and knowledge about ‘the assessment/decision .

-
.
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mak ing prOcess did. not 1lead to better decisioﬁs (i.e., decisions
.consistent with the data avai]ab]e). Whether the data Were being
interpreted inappropriately by .the‘ subjects, with interpretations
being more heavily jnf]uenced by individual subject characteristics
. rather than standard procedures, or whether deci§ions were based on
« same factor other than fhe actual scores (e.g., 5 ‘subjective
"feeling") cannot‘be ascertained from this study. In any event, it-is
“apparent that some variable or variab]eév were operating in the
decision-making process that tempered the influence ef objective data.
The classification decisions made by subjects in . this
inyestigatiop reflected the common tendency to 1label a child as:
learning disabled when there is nothing tg' :hdicate any other
handicap. Not only was Tlearning eisabi1itiee the most commonly used
classification when the subject said the child was eligible for
services, but also when the subject indicated ineligibility or
unsureness about eligibility. In recent years, perhaps partly due to .
lack of agreement on a definition of learning disabilities, this
category has - become, in‘ some cases, a general catchall for

[l

underachievers (Ysseldyke & Algozzine, i979). If a teacher thinks a

child is not doing as well academically as he/she should be doing, the
child is referred, and, for lack of fitting into any other category,

the child is termed learning disabled, This label thenkiTTBWs\thg:

S school to\ provide special services, a ,practice that illustrates . 0
. %oy . . . . _ :
Goldstein et al.'s {1975) idea of the label as a ‘“passport to
educatioh. While loose application of the label is especially common

in the case of learning disabilities, this also occurs with the labels
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"mental retardation" and "emotional disturbance."
"It is true that our classification systems are less than perfect

and categories are not all-inclusive--chiidren are not neat'packages

.

‘designed to fit arbitrarily created categories. An unfortunate result

of the inadequacy of our current classification ‘practices is the

misclassification of children. Algozzine and Ysseldyke (1981) refer

to' the provision of special services for children who: dok not fit
criteria of a.handicapping condition ("normal" students) as "better
safe than sorry." Although this adage may hold true in the case of
1ife preservers and smoke detectors, in edqeation it .may lead to a
falseosense that the child is receiving a good edneation; Unwarranted

classification unnecessarily subjects a child to the negative effects

of ,labeling and leads to the provision of possibly inappropriate

educational services.” Also, although 1legislative and 1itigative
actions repeatedly have decreed” that lack of resources is not an
excuse for not providing necessary specié] services, educational

resounees are 1imited and must be used judiciously (Levin, 1978).

Provision ‘of unnecessary or inappropriate services drains resources

froT areas where they may be used more effectively.

The pract1ce of c1ass1f1cat1on is necessary at times if on]y as a-

means of organizing knowledge; Because a decision maker is bombarded

- with a-variety of —informatjon, there is a natural tendency to group

and categorize this information in - order to make it ‘more

- R

'comprehensib1e and to use it more effectively (Goldstein et al., 1975;

Schiffman, Cohen, Nowik, & Selinger, 1978). The danger: arises when’

information is not properly analyzed and interpneted before it is

v OO0
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categorized. For example, Elstein Ft‘a1. (1978) found that decision ~
makers tend to form a hypothesis early in the decisiohfmaking bfocess
and subsequently view even neutral infdrmation as confirming that
hypothesis. In the present case, it seems likely that subjects formed
a hypothesis about the student at the point of referral (e.g., this
student was referred for académic prob]éms,"therefore,f'she/he is
probably learning disabled, and will need special serviceS) and all of"-
the information that followed was viewed almost automatically as
ﬂsupportinq,that hypothesis. - )

‘In a study of medical dec1s1on mak ing reported by E]ste1n et al.
(1978) the use -of heur1st1cs_a$ guiding - factors in decision making
waé examined. The_poéition of the investigators was that:'

the dangers of hypothesis-gyidEd diaghostic inquiry should

not be countered by struggles to eliminate early hypotheses

and -their "biasing" effects, but instead by training in

diagnostic heuristics that might help physicians to generate

more adequate hypotheses and to test these hypotheses more

effect1ve1y (p. 253) .

The set of heur1st1cs der1ved by Elstein et al. from studies of the
decision-making practices of ‘medical .students and uséd to tfy to
improve the diagnostic decision process is also_pertinent to
'educatﬁonpl decision making. The five heuristics probosed are:

" Planning heuristic Each piece of information requested by

the problem solver should be related to a plan of attack for

solving the problem. There should be a plan and a well-

. defined purpose ‘behind every quest1on or set of quest1ons
’ asked. . o

Hypothesis- specificitzﬁheuristic No diagnostic hypothes1s"
should be more specific or more general than the ev1dence on -
hand Just1f1es

Compet1ng-hypotheses heuristic. There shou]d'a1wayé be at
least two or three competing hypotheses under consideration
at a particular time. Each piece of information should be
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: ) evaluated with respect to all hypotheses presené]y under
) - , consideration. v A |

| : Reinterpretation. heuristic. Whenever a new or revised
| hypothesis emerges, the information .previously collected - ‘
o should be reviewed. The problem solver should attempt.to o to-
categorize the previously elicited findings as either -
tending to confirm or tending to disconfirm his -new
hypothesis. ' -

Negative-inference heuristic. ‘When high- -cost (expens1ve,
uncomfortable, or risky) procedures are being considered to-

confirm a favored hypothesis, the problem solver should |
consjder the possibility of lower-cost procedures that might \f\Sﬂ\g

< instead rule out one or more diagnostic possibilities in
order to make the high-cost procedure unnecessary or- to
" increase the probability that the h1gh -cost’ procedure w111
yield the definitive d1agnos1s . (p. 253) :
Elstein .et al. (1978) make further refinements in these
hedkistigs, most of wh1ch are oriented‘ specifically to medical
decision‘makihg; However, two corollaries relating to the development
of a hypothes1s testing p1ane§1so are good gu1de11nes for educational
dec1s1on pract1ces. These are: J . —
Corollary 1:  Diagnostic “decisions  should be related to -
treatment alternatives. There is no reason to pursue a
differential among diagnoses that will make no difference in
the action to bhe taken, and your data gathering should
reflect this. _ : '
Corollary 2: There should be a reason for every datum
gathered For example, if a test result does not change
your opinion about any of your diagnostic hypotheses, ask
yourself why the test was ordered and what range of’ va]ues ‘
could have changed your mind. (p. 297) : ~
' AccordJng to Hammond and Summers (1972), in-the.Brunswikian Lens
'Mede1, judgment can be increased by, impreving either "knowledge of the
v task" (a function of the degree to which the judge knows, or e§n know,
the characteristics of the‘itask) or the cognitive capacity of the ) Y
judge (i.e., the judge‘s ability to use available information). Thus,

~while educators must - continue to try to imbr0ve their ‘ability to

) )
L e -
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define the cﬁaractekistics for the tésk of classifying children, the
use of heuristics, such as those suggeétéd by Elstein et al. should
aid in improving the ‘educator's abi]itwaé make USe of “the informafion

avai]ab]e‘about a student.

¢ Al

Suﬁmarx
This™ study indicated,thét, to éh a]érming extent, eddcators are.
7'_ willing to consider an average stUden£ éligib]e for special educatioh '
services. Furthermore, §hey-ére wi]lihg'to peréeive.the~stﬁdent fs _
‘being possibly mentally retakded, learning disabled, or emotionally
disturbed despite reviewing aééessment détaisﬁecifica11y constructed
by the‘ investfgators to reflect averagé »performénce. . The avowed
purpose of the asséssment process as -it generally exis%s today is to ;T!
prﬁvide objectiQe“data on Which to b§se educationél.chisions. It is
. apparent’, however, that not only must decision makers have acceés‘fo .
and usg technically adequate (i.e;,,reliable,‘vaiid,’and apﬁrépriate1y
'normed) assessment devices, but they also must be tréined'to use this

information, and all of the information they have %about a child, in an

appropriate manner,
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/' Table 1

Percentages of Subjects Making MR, LD, and ED

cee e . . A :
Classification Decisions®. ..__

o
]
MR LD ED
Likely | , 4 46 22
Unlikely T 92 27 58
Uncertain ' 4 27 - 25

4 subjects (n=223) made a decision within each category.

.




._/’

Clabsification of Students Declared Eligible for

Table 2

: 1 - »
.Services as.a Function of Referral Statement

<
. : .
. . .
» £ -

Type of Referral Statement

’ Academic - Behavioral
Classification . ~ {n=56) (n=58)
Learniné Disabled ' ' 71.4% 63:8%
Emotionally Disturbed ; 12.5% 41.4%
Mentally Retarded 549 C1L7%
SN

\

’

/
A
. /
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Table 3

Classification Decisions as a Function of Eligibility Decision and Role of Subject

. Eligible ' Iheligible , Uncertain

Role . _ %MR % LD % ED “MR % LD % ED MR % LD % ED
School Psychologist " 0 69 19 0 g 18 0 67 0

(n=16) (n=11) ~ (n=3)
‘special Educator 2 76 24 o 25 13 0 26 1

(n=a1) - (n=16) ~ (n=27)
Administrator noo33 22 1“2 7 20 0 20 20

(n=9) (n=14) (n=5)
Regular Educator . 6 851 37 o 13 27 0 13 38

(n=35) - (n=15) - (n=8)
Support Personnel .. 0 92 23 25 -0 0 0. 83 17

| (n=13) ' (n=4) ' (n=6)
a 'l ‘!




Table 4

Classification Decisions as a Function .of Eligibility Decision and Pretest Score

pe)

9

. ., Eligible. . Ine1igﬁb1e Uncertain
Pretest Score “MR % LD % ED ¥ MR WD %ED - %XMR  BLD % ED
6-10 | 5 59 3 - 7 7.2 ° ~ o 3 Q )

(n=41) . (n=14) ' | ‘(£=15)
11-15 4 67 21 3. 23 0 , 5 36 14
T (n=49) o n=30) (n=22)
16-20 - ‘ 0 92 8 9 18 0 .0 10 10
w" (n=13) (1) (=10)
7 .
21-25 ' o 0. 73 27 0 0 40 0 67
(n=11) (n=5) (n=3)
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-~ State . 's Judgment:
ENVIRONMENTAL B K ° o - COGNITIVE
PREDICTABILITY o | CONTROL
4 ' Proximal '
Cues
ECOLOGICAL >

VALIDITY ~




PRETEST .

REFERRAL INFORMATION:

~

l REVIEW OF ASSESSMENT DATA

”

EFFICACY

DECISION QUESTIONS

test scores
technical information

qualitative information

eligibility "~
classification

prognosis
placement
factors affecting decision

Figure 2. Flow chart of the simulated decision-making proéess.
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‘| n=16. n=23 n=10 /

ﬁ}y) Eligibility and classification decisions.

Eligibte ~ Ineligible N
n=114 n=60 ®
| MR . LD ED . Y
No Yes 7?7 No Yes ? No Yes ? - No
n=58 | | n=3 n=4 n=53| [ n=10 n=14 n=36 n=9 n=17 n=34
Uncertain .
v
| MR w B
Yes ? No- Yes ? No Yes ? No
n=1 n=3 n=45 n=8 n=10 n=31 4.3
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